Breaking the Silence: The Making of the Clerical, Office, and Technical Association at Grand Valley, 1970-79 by Gordon, Virginia L.
Grand Valley Review
Volume 13 | Issue 1 Article 21
1-1-1995
Breaking the Silence: The Making of the Clerical,
Office, and Technical Association at Grand Valley,
1970-79
Virginia L. Gordon
Grand Valley State University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Grand Valley Review by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Gordon, Virginia L. (1995) "Breaking the Silence: The Making of the Clerical, Office, and Technical Association at Grand Valley,
1970-79," Grand Valley Review: Vol. 13: Iss. 1, Article 21.
Available at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr/vol13/iss1/21
BREAKING THE SILENCE: 
THE MAKING OF THE CLERICAL, OFFICE, 
AND TECHNICAL ASSOCIATION 
AT GRAND VALLEY, 1970-79 
Virginia L. Gordon 
When 1 was invited to contribute my memories of the early days of Grand Valley, I 
felt compelled to write about the organization of our clerical/technical union, because, 
although it was a significant chapter in the history of this university, it has never been 
described in any spoken or written history. With this essay, I hope to end the silence. 
When some of us in the clerical staff came to realize in the early 1970s that our 
working conditions weren't fair and then acted on that realization, chaos followed. 
Not unlike labor problems throughout American history, our own process created 
turmoil and stress, and because of the pro- and anti-union factions that divided us, 
sometimes we felt threatened and betrayed, not only by the college administration, 
but by our co-workers as well. During the sixteen years that have passed since then, 
we have all learned to respect each other and to work together. Differences are now 
settled within the framework of a legal contract that cannot be changed without 
agreement on both sides. Today, we settle issues through a democratic process, a 
process of which I am very proud. 
In the early days of the university, the clerical and technical salaries were similar 
to those of other colleges in the state, but as time went by our increases grew 
smaller, and we hardly ever knew if or when we would receive raises. Often, when 
someone received a merit raise, others in that same department were penalized with 
smaller raises in order to compensate. A raise didn't depend so much on your worth 
as an employee as it did on the willingness of your boss to go to bat for you. Such 
favoritism exacerbated our already low morale. Most of us came from politically 
conservative areas and were not politically savvy, so at first it was easy for the 
administration to keep changing the rules. And while there was plenty of grumbling, 
no one was willing to speak up where it counted. 
We had to be proficient in such academic areas as writing and math and in the 
technical skills of typing, shorthand, dictaphone, and accounting. We were expected 
to be the problem solvers for both faculty and students and the essence of diplomacy 
and tact. We were even required to dress professionally-no slacks, even in winter. 
Yet we were the lowest paid staff group on campus. Even so, many of us believed 
that if we were dependable and did not make a fuss, we would be "taken care of." 
We were in awe of academia and assumed that an enlightened institution would, in 
good faith, make decisions concerning our employment in our best interests. 
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H o w e v e r ,  s o m e  o f  u s  c a m e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h o s e  i n  p o w e r  w e r e  t a k i n g · a d v a n t a g e  o f  
o u r  n a r v e t e .  
M e a n w h i l e ,  f a c u l t y  w e r e  b e i n g  h i r e d  f r o m  a l l  o v e r  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  b r i n g i n g  w i t h  
t h e m  t h e  n e w  i d e a s  o f  t h e  s e v e n t i e s .  T h e y  w e r e  c o n s t a n t l y  m e e t i n g  t o  d i s c u s s  t h e i r  
t e a c h i n g  p h i l o s o p h i e s ,  c r e a t e  p o l i c i e s ,  a n d  m o l d  t h e i r  w o r k i n g  l i v e s .  A n  i m p o r t a n t  i s s u e  
f o r  t h e m  w a s  t h e  e q u a l i z a t i o n  o f  m a l e / f e m a l e  f a c u l t y  s a l a r i e s .  O u r  j a n i t o r i a l  s t a f f  w a s  
u n i o n i z e d ,  a n d ,  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  c o n t r a c t ,  b e t t e r  p a i d  a n d  w i t h  s o m e  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e i r  
w o r k i n g  l i v e s .  B u t  t h e  c l e r i c a l  a n d  t e c h n i c a l  s t a f f  f e l t  h e l p l e s s .  
T a k i n g  a  h a r d e r  l o o k  a t  o u r  s i t u a t i o n ,  s o m e  o f  u s  h e l d  o u r  f i r s t  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  
m e e t i n g  i n  a  h o m e  c l o s e  t o  c a m p u s .  T w e n t y  w o m e n  w e r e  p r e s e n t ,  a l l  e a g e r  t o  v o i c e  
t h e i r  c o n c e r n s .  T h e  m e e t i n g  l a s t e d  l a t e  i n t o  t h e  e v e n i n g ,  l a u n c h i n g  s e v e r a l  o t h e r  
m e e t i n g s  a n d  a  s t r u g g l e  t h a t  w o u l d  c o n t i n u e  f o r  m a n y  y e a r s .  W e  t o o k  o u r  c o n c e r n s  t o  
t h e  p r e s i d e n t  a n d  a g r e e d  t o  t r y  s e t t l i n g  o u r  d i f f e r e n c e s  b y  w o r k i n g  c l o s e l y  w i t h  t h e  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  
I n  1 9 7 3 ,  a  C o m m i t t e e  o f  F i v e  w a s  e l e c t e d  b y  t h e  c l e r i c a l / t e c h n i c a l  s t a f f  a s  a  l i a i s o n  
t o  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  D u r i n g  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  f e w  y e a r s ,  o u r  c o m m i t t e e  b e c o m e  t h e  
L i a i s o n  C o m m i t t e e ,  a  l a r g e r  e l e c t e d  g r o u p  t h a t  d i s c u s s e d ,  r e s e a r c h e d ,  a n d  w r o t e  
p r o p o s a l s  f o r  c h a n g e .  A t  f i r s t ,  s o m e  o f  t h e  w o m e n  w e r e  a f r a i d  t o  s p e a k  u p  a t  
m e e t i n g s ,  b u t  i t  w a s  n o t  l o n g  b e f o r e  m a n y  w h o  h a d  n e v e r  m a d e  a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  
d e c i s i o n  b e f o r e  g r e w  i n t o  t h e i r  n e w  r o l e s  l i k e  p r o f e s s i o n a l s .  T h i s  w a s  a  l i b e r a t i n g  
e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  u s .  W e  p a s s e d  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  t h a t  w e r e  s e n t  t o  t h e  P e r s o n n e l  
O f f i c e  f o r  a p p r o v a l .  W e  d e v e l o p e d  a  g r i e v a n c e  p r o c e d u r e  a n d  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  g r o w t h  
a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  p o l i c y  a n d  m a d e  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  c o n c e r n i n g  w a g e s  a n d  f r i n g e  
b e n e f i t s .  H o w e v e r ,  a l t h o u g h  w e  m a d e  s o m e  g a i n s ,  w e  w e r e  u n a b l e  t o  c h a n g e  w a g e s ,  
u n f a i r  h i r i n g  a n d  p r o m o t i o n  p r a c t i c e s ,  p o o r  r e t i r e m e n t  b e n e f i t s ,  a n d  t h e  p o l i c y  o f  h a v i n g  
t o  t a k e  f o r c e d  v a c a t i o n  o r  u n p a i d  l e a v e  w h e n  t h e  c o l l e g e  c l o s e d  f o r  w i n t e r  h o l i d a y s  
a n d  i n c l e m e n t  w e a t h e r .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  a  s m a l l  g r o u p  o f  u s  b e g a n  m e e t i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  
l i m i t s  o f  t h e  L i a i s o n  C o m m i t t e e  t o  q u e s t i o n  i t s  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .  W h e n ,  s u b s e q u e n t l y ,  a  
n e w  p e r s o n n e l  m a n u a l  a n d  c o m p e n s a t i o n  p a c k a g e  w a s  t h r u s t  u p o n  u s ,  o n e  w h i c h  w e  
h a d  h a d  l i t t l e  p a r t  i n  d e v e l o p i n g ,  o u r  w o r s t  f e a r s  w e r e  j u s t i f i e d .  
S i n c e  1 9 6 3 ,  c l e r i c a l s  h a d  w o r k e d  a  3 7 . 5  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  4 0  h o u r  w e e k  o n  a  w e e k l y  
s a l a r y ,  a  b e n e f i t  m e a n t  t o  a t t r a c t  e m p l o y e e s  f r o m  j o b s  c l o s e r  t o  t h e i r  h o m e s  i n  t h e  
c i t i e s .  W e  w e r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  w o r k  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  t w o - a n d - a - h a l f  h o u r s  o n l y  w h e n  t h e  
n e e d  a r o s e ,  w h i c h  w a s  i n f r e q u e n t l y .  W i t h  t h e  n e w  p a c k a g e ,  o u r  w o r k  w e e k  w o u l d  b e  
i n c r e a s e d  t o  f o r t y  h o u r s ;  t h e  e x t r a  w o r k i n g  h o u r s  t o t a l e d  t w o - a n d - a - h a l f  h o u r s  a  
w e e k ,  o r  t h r e e  w e e k s  a  y e a r ,  a n d  t h e  o n l y  i n c r e a s e  i n  s a l a r y  w o u l d  b e  b a s e d  o n  t h a t  
e x t r a  t i m e :  i n  e s s e n c e ,  n o  i n c r e a s e  a t  a l l .  T h r o u g h  a  p h o n e  s u r v e y ,  w e  d i s c o v e r e d  
t h a t ,  u n d e r  t h i s  n e w  p o l i c y ,  s o m e  o f  o u r  c o - w o r k e r s  w o u l d  b e  r e c e i v i n g  f o u r  c e n t s  
m o r e  a n  h o u r  a n d  s o m e  f i f t e e n  c e n t s ,  b u t  m o s t  s a l a r i e s  w o u l d  d e c r e a s e  a s  m u c h  a s  
t e n  c e n t s  a n  h o u r ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  h o u r s  f i g u r e d  i n t o  t h e  c a l c u l a t i o n s .  
A n o t h e r  g r a v e  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  t o  u s  i n  t h e  n e w  c o m p e n s a t i o n  p a c k a g e  w a s  a  
s t e p  s y s t e m ,  w h i c h  w e  h a d  w a n t e d - t o  r e p l a c e  t h e  a m b i g u o u s  m i n i m u m - m a x i m u m  
s a l a r y  s c h e d u l e  i n  e f f e c t - b u t  t h i s  o n e  w o u l d  w o r k  t o  o u r  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  I n  t h e  
t w e l v e - s t e p  s y s t e m  i t  o u t l i n e d ,  a  s a l a r y  w o u l d  i n c r e a s e  $ 5 . 0 0  a  w e e k  e a c h  y e a r ,  b u t  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  8 2  
it would take twelve years to reach the top. After a promotion, it would take a year 
before a salary's increase would be at all significant. 
We could no longer tolerate such unfair policies and circulated a petition targeting 
the wage scale and forty hour work week, requesting the board of control to table the 
entire package. We collected 130 signatures. Our only hope to stop the package 
from being implemented was to attend the April 1978, Board of Control meeting and 
distribute presentation notebooks which contained articles, memos, and statistical 
data to illustrate our point, and the petition. 
It was a lovely day, and we felt optimistic as we walked across campus. As the 
spokesperson for the group, I explained the inequities in the package to the board. 
One member of the board asked several questions, which gave me the opportunity to 
elaborate. But then a member from the Liaison Committee gained the floor to say that 
the committee had voted in favor of the package and wished to have it immediately 
approved by the board, fearing that a postponement would only hurt the workers. 1 
managed to regain the floor and to urge the board at least to investigate our concerns. 
The petition to table the package was ignored, and the package was adopted, with one 
abstention; but it was further resolved that the chair appoint a Review Committee to 
examine the effect the package would have on our wages and to submit its findings to 
the October 1978 Board meeting. We left feeling that at least not everything was lost. 
After the meeting, battle lines were drawn and became more fierce when the Grand 
Rapids Press entered the debate. One headline read, "GVSU Workers Upset Over 
School's New Pay System." In addition, letters from the clerical/technical staff were 
published in the "Letters to the Editor" section of the Press. An excerpt from one letter 
summed up the feelings of many: 
I am well aware that there are many ways to present an issue, but to talk 
about a weekly increase in pay and ignore the additional hours is an 
obfuscation, deliberate or not. When Personnel tells me that I received a 5.7% 
increase and I know that means I will be making .03 cents less per hour, I am 
not fooled! 
I learned only by accident that the Board of Control Review Committee had met 
briefly before the June board meeting and rubber stamped the original package. When 
I informed our group, many were furious, but others simply considered it to be 
business as usual. During the summer, five of us set out to do some investigating. We 
met with a state insurance analyst, who told us, after reviewing the new manual, that 
among other things, the document, including the retirement plan, could be rescinded 
by action of the Board of Control for any reason at any time. Our situation was worse 
than we had imagined. 
At first we considered an independent association, but among the disadvantages 
was the inability, because of cost, to take grievances through the state arbitration 
process. Our local treasury would have had to be enormous to consider even one 
arbitration. If an independent association cannot afford to arbitrate, a contract is 
useless. Therefore, we began a search for a well-established union. After meeting 
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3 ,  a  c o n t r a c t  i s  
1 .  A f t e r  m e e t i n g  
w i t h  t h r e e  l a b o r  u n i o n s ,  w e  a g r e e d  t h a t  t h e  M i c h i g a n  E d u c a t i o n  A s s o c i a t i o n  w o u l d  b e  
t h e  m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  i n  o u r  p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n .  I n  t h e  f a l l ,  w h e n  w e  m e t  w i t h  c o - w o r k e r s  
t o  s h a r e  o u r  i d e a s  a n d  e n t h u s i a s m ,  w e  w e r e  f a c e d  w i t h  s o m e  a n t a g o n i s m .  T h e  
m e e t i n g  s o o n  e r u p t e d  i n t o  a r g u m e n t .  N o  l o n g e r  w e r e  w e  a  g r o u p  w o r k i n g  t o g e t h e r  
f o r  a  c o m m o n  c a u s e .  T h e  b i c k e r i n g  a n d  p a p e r  w a r  b e g a n .  T h o s e  o p p o s e d  t o  
a f f i l i a t i n g  w i t h  a n  o r g a n i z e d  u n i o n  b e g a n  t h e  d r i v e  f o r  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  a s s o c i a t i o n .  
H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  w e r e  e n o u g h  s i g n e d  u n i o n  i n t e r e s t  c a r d s  t o  b r i n g  t h e  i s s u e  t o  a  v o t e .  
D u r i n g  t h i s  t i m e ,  I  w a s  t h e  A d m i n i s t r a t i v e  A s s i s t a n t  t o  t h e  D e a n  o f  W i l l i a m  J a m e s  
C o l l e g e  a n d  g o t  a  l o t  o f  s u p p o r t  f r o m  t h e  d e a n  a s  w e l l  a s  f r o m  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s :  o n e  
h a d  h e l p e d  c o m p i l e  s t a t i s t i c a l  d a t a  f o r  o u r  B o a r d  o f  C o n t r o l  p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  a n d  o t h e r s  
p r o m o t e d  o u r  c a u s e  t h r o u g h  d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  c o l l e a g u e s .  O t h e r s  o f  t h e  c l e r i c a l  s t a f f  
a c r o s s  c a m p u s  a l s o  r e c e i v e d  s u p p o r t  f r o m  t h e  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s  i n  t h e i r  a r e a s .  O u r  
c o r e  U n i o n  I n t e r e s t  G r o u p  g r e w  i n  n u m b e r  a n d  i n c l u d e d  t e l e v i s i o n  e n g i n e e r s ,  l i b r a r y  
s t a f f ,  a n d  l a b  t e c h n i c i a n s .  C o m m i t t e d  t o  o u r  c a u s e ,  w e  o f t e n  m e t  l a t e  i n t o  t h e  
e v e n i n g .  O u r  p l a n n i n g  m e e t i n g s  w e r e  e n e r g i z i n g  a n d  c o l l e g i a l ,  i f  n o t  w i t h o u t  s o m e  
d i s a g r e e m e n t  o v e r  i s s u e s ,  a n d  t h e  m e m o s  w e  c i r c u l a t e d  w e r e  c r a f t e d  c a r e f u l l y  t o  
r e f l e c t  t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  t h e  g r o u p  a s  a  w h o l e .  O u r  o p e n  m e e t i n g s  f o c u s e d  o n  
d e f i n i n g  o u r  p r o b l e m s  a n d  d i s c u s s i n g  s o l u t i o n s .  
W i t h  o u r  u n i o n  i n t e r e s t  c a r d s  t u r n e d  i n  t o  t h e  M i c h i g a n  E m p l o y m e n t  R e g u l a t i o n  
C o m m i s s i o n ,  t h i n g s  b e g a n  t o  f a l l  i n t o  p l a c e .  W h e n  w e  r e t u r n e d  f r o m  t h e  c o l l e g e  
w i n t e r  h o l i d a y  c l o s i n g  ( h a v i n g  h a d  t o  u s e  s o m e  f o r c e d  v a c a t i o n  d a y s  o r  u n p a i d  l o s t  
t i m e ) ,  t h e  f i r s t  1 9 7 9  i s s u e  o f  t h e  P u b l i c  R e l a t i o n s  o f f i c e ' s  c a m p u s  n e w s p a p e r ,  t h e  
F o r u m ,  c o n t a i n e d  t w o  a r t i c l e s :  a n  a n t i - u n i o n  v i e w ,  " W h y  a  C T  A s s o c i a t i o n ? "  a n d  a  
p r o - u n i o n  v i e w ,  " W h y  M E A ? "  I t ' s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t ,  a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  t h e r e  w a s  n o  
m o v e m e n t  a m o n g  t h e  s t a f f  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  s t a t u s  q u o .  A s  t h e  J a n u a r y  3 0 t h  
r e f e r e n d u m  a p p r o a c h e d ,  t h e  P e r s o n n e l  O f f i c e  s e n t  o u t  a  l i s t  o f  v o t i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n s ,  
e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  t h r e e  o p t i o n s .  T h i s  m e m o  p r o v o k e d  a n o t h e r  p a p e r  w a r  a m o n g  t h e  
c l e r i c a l / t e c h n i c a l  s t a f f ,  m a k i n g  i t  p a i n f u l  t o  d e a l  w i t h  c o - w o r k e r s  w h o  h a d  b e c o m e  
a d v e r s a r i e s .  
W h e n  t h e  v o t e s  w e r e  t o l l e d ,  i t  w a s  c l e a r  t h a t  v e r y  f e w  h a d  w i s h e d  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e  
s t a t u s  q u o  a n d  t h a t  a n  o v e r w h e l m i n g  n u m b e r  o f  e l i g i b l e  v o t e r s  h a d  s u p p o r t e d  t h e  
u n i o n .  T h e  s t u d e n t  n e w s p a p e r ,  t h e  L a n t h o r n ,  d e s c r i b e d  i t  t h i s  w a y :  
C T ' S  V O T E  I N  M E A  U N I O N  A  L A N D S L I D E .  1 2 8  o f  1 3 8  e l i g i b l e  v o t e r s  t u r n e d  
o u t  t o  v o t e .  W h e n  v o t e s  w e r e  c o u n t e d ,  t h e  r e s u l t s  s h o w e d  7 0  v o t e s  f o r  M E A ,  
3 0  v o t e s  f o r  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  a n d  2 8  v o t e s  f o r  N e i t h e r .  N o  r u n - o f f  e l e c t i o n  w i l l  
b e  n e c e s s a r y . "  
B u t  t h e  F o r u m  v o i c e d  a  d i f f e r e n t  p o i n t  o f  v i e w .  S o m e o n e  w a s  q u o t e d  a s  s a y i n g ,  " I  
t h i n k  w e ' r e  m o r e  d i v i d e d  t h a n  e v e r .  P e o p l e  a r e  a n g r y  a n d  s o m e  a r e  t h r e a t e n i n g  t o  
q u i t . "  Y e t  a n o t h e r ,  " I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  t h e  e l e c t i o n  w i l l  m e a n  a n y  s e r i o u s  c h a n g e s . "  
H o w e v e r ,  a s  s o o n  a s  w e  l e a r n e d  o f  a n d  c o n g r a t u l a t e d  o u r s e l v e s  o n  t h e  v i c t o r y ,  
w e  s e t  u p  a n o t h e r  m e e t i n g ,  a n d  w e  w e r e  j o i n e d  b y  s o m e  w h o  h a d  b e e n  a c t i v e  i n  t h e  
p u s h  f o r  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  a s s o c i a t i o n ,  s o  s o m e  o f  u s ,  a t  l e a s t ,  f e l t  m o r e  u n i t e d  t h a n  
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ever. After all those years, we had finally gained the college's attention and the legal 
right to participate in the decisions affecting our working lives. That was January 30, 
1979, the day that marked the beginning of a whole new list of struggles that brought 
about the wages, benefits, contract language, and the camaraderie that we've 
worked so hard to achieve, and that we enjoy today. 
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